[Non-invasive assessment of endothelial function].
Endothelial dysfunction is an early event in atherosclerosis preceding the formation of plaques. An important functional consequence of endothelial damage is reduced vasodilatory responses to a variety of pharmacological and physiological stimuli including reactive hyperaemia. Hitherto, endothelial function could only be assessed by invasive techniques, but a novel ultrasound based technique has recently been developed, which allows non-invasive evaluation of endothelial function in large systemic arteries such as the brachial artery. The technique is accurate, reproducible and able to differentiate between subjects with and without vascular dysfunction. Impaired endothelial function has been documented in young and adult individuals with various vascular risk factors including cigarette smoking, diabetes mellitus, hypercholesterolaemia, and homocystinuria. A good correlation has been found between both the presence of atherosclerotic lesions and endothelial function in the coronary arteries and the brachial artery. The method may help in identification of individuals with early vascular changes and thereby make risk factor modification possible at a very early stage of the atherosclerotic process. It may furthermore serve as a tool to monitor the impact of prevention and intervention on arterial damage.